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COPING WITH ORGANIZATIONAL POLITICS: 
A COMPARISON STUDY BETWEEN PUBLIC AND PRIVATE SECTOR IN 
SARAWAK 
 
 Larry Anak Asu 
 
This study aims to investigate and to find out employees’ definiton and views on organizational 
politics in the their own organization and compare the differences of their views based on the 
two sectors of organization; The Public Sector and The Private Sector. Besides that, this study 
looks as how employees from different sectors cope with organizational politics. Four 
employees, two from the public sector and another two more from the private sector were 
interviewed based on the reseach questions of this study. Their age and gender was not taken into 
consideration because this study does not study on both characteristics. Data was then analyzed 
with reference to the Grounded Theory and carefully studied. There were simply four steps 
involved: coding, concepting, categoring, and coming up with theories. Findings showed the 
following patterns: a) there was a coping process which employees from the public sector and 
private sector followed, b) there seemed to be a difference of defining and viewing 
organizational politics by the public and private sector, c) the main elements contributing to 
organizational politics consisted of the boss, colleagues, multidimensional of human perception 
towards organizational politics, cross-cultural differences, power, position and promotion. 
Models were developed as a result from this study . The findings from this study hopes to enable 




























PENGENDALIAN POLITIK ORGANISASI: 
KAJIAN PERBANDINGAN ANTARA SEKTOR AWAM DAN SWASTA DI SARAWAK 
 
Larry Anak Asu 
 
Kajian ini bertujuan untuk mengkaji dan untuk tahu definisi dan pandangan pekerja terhadap 
politik organisasi di tempat kerja mereka dan untuk membandingankan perbezaan pandangan 
mereka berdasarkan dua sektor iaitu Sektor Awam dan Sektor Swasta. Selain itu, kajian ini 
bertujuan melihat bagaimana pekerja dari sektor yang berlainan dapat mengendalikan politik 
organisasi. Empat pekerja, dua dari sektor awam dan dua lagi dari sektor swasta di temubual 
berdasarkan kajian soalan yang telah ada. Umur dan jantina mereka tidak dipertimbangkan 
atas sebab kajian ini tidak mengkaji kedua-dua sifat tersebut. Data dianalisa dengan merujuk 
kepada “Grounded Theory” dan penelitian kajian dibuat. Terdapat empat langkah bermula dari 
“coding”, menjadikan konsep, mengkategorikan data, dan menghasilkan teori. Hasil kajian 
menunjukkan yang berikut: a) terdapat satu proses pengendalian yang diikuti oleh pekerja di 
Sektor Awam dan Sektor Swasta, b) terdapat perbezaan dari segi definisi dan pandangan 
pekerja dari Sektor Awam dan Sektor Swasta terhadap politik organisasi c) elemen utama 
menyumbang kepada politik organisasi termasuklah bos, rakan sekerja, kepelbagaian dimensi 
perspeksi manusia terhadap politik organisasi, perbezaan budaya, kuasa, status dan kenaikan 
pangkat. Beberapa model telah terhasil akibat daripada kajian ini. Hasil kajian ini diharapkan 
mampu mengalakkan kajian pada masa yang akan datang dalam bidang perlakuan organisasi 





















This chapter discusses the background of the study, problem statement, 
research question, research objectives, significance of study, definition of key terms 
and limitation of study. 
 
1.1 Background of study 
Organizations in Malaysia especially in Sarawak are now on the verge of 
change and improvements on their environment, culture, business and strategies. 
Commonly, organizations are groups of people who interact with one people to 
achieve and obtain common purposes (McShane & Glinow, 2008)(Kreps, 1990). 
Ghahame Maher, the leader of Vodafone’s operations supported this through his 
explanation on organization which is a group of people who care about a common 
purpose for why they are, where they are going, how they are going to be when they 
are (McShane & Glinow, 2008).  
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There are so many types of organization in the world. Tompkins (1992) as 
cited in Kreps (1990) categorized organizations into most basic and primary social 
services. According to Parsons (1963) (as cited in Kreps 1990), there are four types of 
organization orientation. First, organizations oriented to economic production. They 
are business organizations which manufacture products and/or offer services for 
customers. They are economically self-sufficient, surviving or failing to survive 
based on their sales ability. Second type would be organizations oriented to political 
goals. These types of organizations are those designed to generate and distribute 
power and control to the society. They are generally funded and supported by the 
federal and local governments (Tompkins, 1982) (as cited in Kreps, 1990). The third 
type of organization would be organizations oriented to integration goals. These 
organizations intend to solve social problems may it be public-interest groups, 
political parties or legal offices. The forth would be organizations oriented to pattern 
maintenance goals. These organizations provide the society with development, 
learning, knowledge and health awareness. 
 
Nevertheless, this research will categorize organization into two; public sector 
and private sector. Public sector organizations are organizations that include 
governmental, non-profit, non-governmental organizations that deal with delivery of 
goods and services by and for the government (Wikipedia, 2008). Examples of public 
sector organizations are The Immigration Office, The General Hospital, The Post 
Office and local government universities. On the other hand, private sector 
organizations are organizations that do not include government aid and profit-
oriented. Some examples of private sector organizations in Malaysia are Air Asia 
Berhad (airline industry), Hong Leong Bank Berhad (banking industry) and Ranhill 





There are major differences between both types of organization. In this 
research, there is one distinguishing organizational process that is used to 
differentiate the public and private sector namely the organizational structure. 
Organizational structure can be defined as the division and the patterns of 
coordination, communication, work flow, and formal power that guide organizational 
activities (McShane & Glinow, 2008). Both public and private sectors have their very 
own organizational structures. There are a few elements of organizational structure 
suggested by McShane and Glinow (2008) such as the span of control, centralization, 
formalization and departmentalization. The span of control refers to to the number of 
people reporting next level in the organization hierarchy (McShane & Glinow, 2008). 
Tom Peters, a well management guru, challenged corporate leader to reduce layers in 
the hierarchy (McShane & Glinow, 2008). Thus, more and more public sectors are 
moving from a tall hierarchy, where there are so many layers of managers to report 
to, to a more flatter hierarchy with many people report to only several or one superior.  
 
A better and more reasonable way of putting it is organizations especially 
profit-oriented organizations are able to cut overhead costs and generate more profit. 
Public sectors, on the other hand, have a higher span of control. For example, in one 
department, there will be one superior, may it be the manager or person-in-charge. 
Under him or her, there will be the assistants. Under the assistants, will be the 
assistants to the assistants. And the list goes on. Layers after layers are formed and 
redundancy of jobs may occur. Centralization however occurs when there is a small 
group of people, normally in the higher management, making decisions for the 
company (McShane & Glinow, 2008). This phenomena generally found in public 
organizations. For example the Malaysian Education Ministry in the government. 
When the Ministry decided that the education system in Malaysia should be 
examination-based, all schools or education institutions are to follow this plan. 
Decentralization occurs especially to private sectors where decision making is given 
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to departments or branches in different location. This is to promote fast decision 
making and empowerment among employees.  
 
In a nutshell, the public and private sectors can be classified into two 
significant forms; the mechanistic structure for public sectors and the organic 
structure for private sectors. The Theory of Mechanic and Organic System (2008) 
stated clearly about how communication and works are driven out where in a 
mechanic system, the means of communication and work is done in a vertical order 
where in an organic system, it is done laterally.  
 
This entire research will study on organizational politics that have become a 
more significant role in organizational life than is commonly recognized (Badham & 
Buchanan, 1999) and the coping styles of people in two different sectors; Public 
sectors and Private sectors.  
 
Pffeffer (1981) defined organizational politics as: 
“activities taken within organizations to acquire, develop, and use power and 
other  to obtain one’s preferred outcomes in a situation in which there is 
uncertainty about choices.” 
 
Organizational politics have become more and more visible nowadays (Wolfe, 
1997). People are becoming more exposed to organizational politics and knowing 
well the dos and the don’ts of organizational politics. No one can run away or escape 
from organizational politics. Poon (2002) explained that most people in the 
workplace agree that workplace politics (organizational politics) is a reality of 
organizational life. Therefore, there are also many different views of people on 
organizational politics. Some would have visions of back-stabbing, cliques and 
alliances of people with power or influence (Shinton, 2006)(Yeung, 2006). Some 
would say organizational politics are tools (Yeung, 2006), that members of the 
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organization use to protect or own interest (Poon, 2002), due to lack of resources and 
to maintain the status quo (Mcshane & Glinow, 2008). Organizational politics are 
also behaviors that people perceive as self-serving tactics for personal gain (Mcshane 
& Glinow, 2008) that can work either for the organization or against it (Poon, 2002). 
In the past, there has been a growing academic interest for the concept of 
organizational politics (Doldor, 2007). Nevertheless, researches remain fragmented in 
terms of theoretical and methodological approaches (Doldor, 2007).  
 
Since organizational politics plays a very essential role in keeping the 
organization efficient and effective, this research looks at the importance of coping by 
people on organizational politics.  
 
Coping styles or strategies may differ from one individual to another. One 
individual may cope by actions of vigilance or cognitive avoidance (Krohne, 2002). 
Others may rely fully on spiritual guidance. However, this study focuses on two 
sectors of organization: the public sector and the private or also known as corporate 
sector. The public sector includes employees who are working for the government 
with the purpose of providing and delivery of goods and services. Employees in this 
sector are secured in terms of their jobs are career. Their works are based on monthly 
wages or sometimes daily wages as well. There is less emphasis on performance and 
career development because of their guaranteed-pay during the end of the month and 
for some, a slight increment at the end of the year. As for employees working in the 
private or corporate sectors, they also have the same functions as public sectors but 
their organization are more profit-oriented compared to public sector organizations 
who are more people-oriented.  
 
Yeung (2006) in his survey with 200 people reported that the modern work-
place is a source of organization politics. Organization politics are everywhere no 
matter it is in the public sector or private sector. Employees therefore are uncertain 
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with the outcomes organizational politics may bring or how it may affect them. On 
the other hand, for some employees who “survived” organizational politics, they are 
the ones who received the support and encouragement from people around them 
(Shinton, 2006).  
 
Nevertheless, the importance of this study relates to the causes of 
organizational politics and ways of coping with organizational politics among public 
and private sector employees.   
 
1.2 Problem Statement 
Badham and Buchanan (1999), explains that political behavior occur due to 
personal ambition, rivalry between roles and departments, competition between one 
another (Yeung, 2006) and major decisions that cannot be resolved by reason and 
logic alone. It is not and never wrong to have rivalry among one another of compete 
with one other. In fact, it is better that way to improve productivity and efficiency in 
the organization. Thus, organizational politics do not have to be bad or having that 
negative image all the time (Shinton, 2006). It depends on how broad someone’s 
view can be and how much awareness someone can take upon opportunities that 
come together with organizational politics. Elements of understanding and 
preparation are definitely important to overcome negativity (Wolfe, 1997).  
 
According to Miller et al (2008), the earliest description of organizational 
politics was from Burns’ (1961) research literature who suggested that organizational 
politics occurs when “others (individuals) are made use of as resources in competitive 
situations”.  
 
In the last decade, studies have adopted several approaches to understand the 
area of organizational politics (Vigoda-Gadot et al 2003). One approach was to look 
for direct measures of organizational members’ power and other typologies of 
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influence tactics that were used by supervisors, subordinates, and co-workers (Kipnis 
et al., 1980; Somech and Drach-Zahavy, 2002; Yukle and Tracy, 1992) (as cited in 
Vigoda-Gadot et al., 2003). However, most studies have only focused primarily on 
employees’ perception towards politics (Bozeman et al., 1996; Ferris and Kacmar, 
1992; Vigoda-Gadot, 2000, 2002) (as cited in Vigoda-Gadot et al., 2003). By 
understanding people’s perception on politics, awareness upon coping with 
organizational politics is therefore essential.   
 
The concept of coping has been studied and researched for a long time, 
formally during the 1960s and 1970s (Lazarus, 1993). Past studies on coping research 
follow similar patterns with Folkman and Lazarus (1980) (as cited in Krohne, 2002), 
who defined coping as ‘the cognitive and behavioral efforts made to master, tolerate, 
or reduce external and internal demands and conflicts among them’. There are other 
studies in the past but less emphasize was given to coping with organizational politics 
among public and private sectors employees.  
 
Most research studies coping as a complex process, affected by personality 
and characteristics (Bolger, 1990; Friedman et al., 1992; Long & Sangster, 1993), 
situational demands (Folkman & Lazarus, 1986; Heim et al., 1993), and social and 
physical characteristics of the setting (Mechanic, 1978) (as cited in Naughton, 1997).   
Marsella and Gratch (2002) researched in three types of people’s coping styles: 
 
Emotional-focused coping: It acts on one’s belief to discharge negative 
emotions or reinforce positive emotions. It is a combination of cognitive and 
behavioral coping. 





Cognitive coping: This coping style enacts avoidance, denial, positive 
thinking or rational thinking. People undergo a thinking process. 
                                                                                                    (Hart & Hittnert, 1995) 
 
Behavioral coping: Form of coping where individual takes action or 
strategies about potential action in giving response to a stressor.  
                                                                                                               (Ben-Zur, 1999) 
 
As far as organizational politics perceptions are concerned, people are 
uncertain about organizational decisions, ambiguity about expectations occur, and 
there are competitions for scarce resources (Ferris et al., 1989, 2002; Kacmar and 
Baron 1999; Parker et al., 1995) (as cited in Miller et al., 2008).  
 
Moreover, there are few previous comparative studies being conducted in 
private and public sector (Mastekaasa, 2004) but review was limited to only 
managerial employees (Boyne, 2002) (as cited in Mastekaasa, 2004). 
 
Sarawak, the east side of Malaysia becomes the main area of interest of this 
study because of her varies ethic groups found and the diverge mentality of people all 
around Sarawak. Sarawak is also known for its vast development whether with its 
public sectors or its private sectors. With much of a diverse society, Sarawak is 
famous for its people who are very cautious with their actions and words. They are 
also known as “people with patience” where “less is more” and whatever that comes 
from higher authorities are orders and commands. This might sound amusing to why 
this research is conducted as the above statement is something that sounds pleasant to 
the employers’ ears but this will definitely add a slight change to the organization 




Research done by McShane and Glinow (2008) shows that Asian or more 
specifically Malaysians are prominent with higher power distance compared to the 
west.Thus, this research hopes to broaden up the views of people in the organization 
in order for the organization to excel in terms of efficiency and effectiveness.   
 
1.3 Research Questions 
This study attempts to provide answers to these following questions: 
 
1.3.1    What is people’s definition of Organizational Politics? 
 
1.3.2  How different people in public and private sector view Organizational 
Politics? 
 
1.3.3 What are the different coping styles in Organizational Politics of 
people working in the public sector compared to private sector? 
 
1.4 Research Objectives 
The main focus of this study is to investigate and find out people’s view on 
organizational politics and how they cope with organizational politics whether they 
come from public sector organizations or private sector organizations. Specifically, 
the objectives of the study are: 
 
            1.4.1  To find out people’s definition of Organizational Politics. 
 
1.4.2  To examine different people’s perception and views on Organizational 
Politics in the public and private sector. 
 
1.4.3  To find out different coping styles of people in the public and private 
sector towards Organizational Politics. 
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1.5 Significance of study 
There has been many studies or research conducted to measure people’s 
coping styles (Lazarus, 1992). The study of coping therefore has evolved with the 
purpose to include large variety of disciplines beginning with areas in psychology 
such as health psychology and environmental psychology (Naughton, 1997). This 
particular research aims to understand in depth people’s coping styles towards 
organizational politics especially Sarawak. Less research has been conducted in 
Sarawak especially on the subject relating to coping with organizational politics. 
Most people, Asians especially have a higher tendency of power distance amongst 
higher management and their subordinates. When power distance exists, everything 
official regarding work is an order and command. Employees have no rights in giving 
suggestions, decision making, correcting the higher authorities and so forth. 
Therefore, empowerment is less practiced.  
  
Researchers have suggested that highly political organizational environment 
are responsible for a variety of harmful work consequences, namely, higher stress and 
turnover intentions, lower worker satisfaction, commitment and productivity (Ferris 
et al., 1989, 2002; Kacmar and Baron 1999) (as cited in Miller et al., 2008). 
Thus, this study is important in order to understand in-depth the environmental 
condition of organizations in Sarawak, political issues in organizations and how 
people cope with organizational politics. In this study, by comparing two totally 
different sectors will somehow bring various views and perspectives on 
organizational politics. This study hopes to obtain a better understanding on people’s 
coping styles on organizational politics and how organizational effectiveness and 
efficiency may be achieved.  
 
Naughton (1997) argues that biological components are closely related to 
social support which includes emotional and physical support. Cognitive component 
is based on a mental process of how the individual appraises the situation.  
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Most commonly, it involves individual by asking questions to himself/herself such as 
“What can I do?” while evaluating the coping resources around him/her. Some other 
ways of approach coping from the cognitive perspective are constructive and 
destructive thinking by Epdtien and Meier (1989) (as cited in Naughton., 1997), 
optimistic versus pessimistic by Taylor (1991) and perceived level of self-efficacy 
and so on (Naughton, 1997). The last component, the learned component describes 
the various social learning theories where it assumes human motivation and behavior 
comes from learned experience, reinforcement and other phenomena (Naughton, 
1997). 
 
Lazarus and Folkman (1984) studied the eight coping factors which included 
confrontive coping, distancing, self-controlling, seeking social support, accepting 
responsibility, escape-avoidance, planful problem solving and positive reappraisal.  
There are so many indeed research done on ways of coping, but it is all dependable 
with the individual. Some may cope better with avoidance but others need social 
support. Thus, this answers the question why this study is being conducted. 
  
1.6  Definition of key terms 
In this section of the study, some important key terms are defined in order to 
get a better understanding on the research being made. 
 
1.6.1 Organizational Politics 
 According to Wolfe (1997), organization politics or in layman’s term 
called office politics, are strategies that everyone in both public and 
private organizations uses to gain or maintain a competitive advantage 
in business. Individual uses power within the employing organization 
for the purpose of grabbing for advantages. 
 
 
